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	1. Chapter 1

"Badge, Hopps."

"But sir I-"

"Badge!"

Judy's face fell. She let out a small sigh, and all the light left her eyes as she slowly unclasped her badge. She placed it gently into Bogo's waiting hoof. It shined briefly in the dim streetlights before disappearing into his fist. He stepped back and Judy stood straighter, steadily meeting his eyes. She gave a small nod and her voice was strong as she spoke.

"Thank you for the opportunity."

Bogo seemed to flinch slightly under her gaze, clearing his throat and pocketing the badge. An awkward moment passed before he turned to his men. "Let's go," He shouted, his voice sharp.

She watched evenly as Bogo and the other officers walked down the hill. Her hands tightened into shaking fists and her heart raced but she stood strong. It wasn't until the last heavy footstep was an echo in the distance that she let herself break.

There was a heartbeat of silence, and then she slowly sunk to her knees. Her paws reached up to cover her mouth, and she took several deep, shuddering breaths. The spot where her badge had been burned, and she felt its absence like a lost limb. Everything she had done, all she had risked and worked for, her dreams, gone. She tried to fight them, but hot tears welled up in her eyes, and she curled into herself, sobbing quietly into her paws.

Nick watched her, his eyes wide. He knew that Judy had taken the case seriously, but he had never imagined that so much was on the line. His anger flared at the chief. It was clear that he had stacked the odds against her from the beginning, and shame quickly followed. He hadn't exactly helped, making things difficult for her at every turn, watching with vicarious pleasure as she failed again and again.

Nick sighed. He slowly walked over, crouching down and wrapping his arm hesitantly around her. She stiffened for a moment, before turning into his embrace and wrapping her arms around his neck. He sighed again, rubbing her back.

"Carrots...Judy...I'm so sorry." She sniffed and he felt her shake her head lightly.

"No, Nick, it's not your fault."

"Judy..."

"Please Nick..." She pulled away, looking up at him, "It's because of me. I should have never agreed to take this case, I should have just waited and paid my dues and..and then..." Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks, and she wiped at them helplessly "I'd still...I'd still be..."

He pulled her close, letting her bury her face in his shoulder. She cried, soft hiccuping sobs, and Nick felt his heart break. He hated to admit it, but some part of him had started to care about her. He knew too well how she felt. To be told that you would never be enough simply for being what you are. It was crushing. But unlike him she kept trying. And while the world would never agree, he thought that should be worth something.

Eventually her sobs quieted, and she breathed deeply.

"Come on fluff, let's get you home." Her stood, pulling her to her feet with him. She wiped her face and gave him a small smile.

"Thank you, Nick."

He led her gently towards the sky trams, arm still wrapped around her back. "Don't mention it."

* * *

><p>When they reached her apartment, Judy looked back at him and sighed. "Promise not to laugh?"<p>

He nodded, and she turned the lock and pushed her door open slightly, reaching over and flipping the light on. She shrugged shyly.

"It's not much...but it's home."

Nick's gaze drifted over the room, lingering on her small bed, rundown desk and peeling wallpaper. Nick might have lived more or less under a bridge and in the back of a van, but he still had a room at his mom's house, and part of him couldn't believe that Judy called his hole home.

He forced a smile, "It's great. Real ritzy. The boys at the department really know how to set a girl up." Her face fell slightly at the mention of the ZPD, but she managed a laugh. He perked up at her smile, tears didn't suit her, and he was glad to see them leave.

"Yeah...They don't cut any corners." She sipped off her vest and tossed in in the direction of her closet, before walking into her tiny bathroom. "You can come in." She called to him, and he took the invitation, walking over and sitting on her bed. It creaked precariously under his weight, so he stood and awkwardly looked around the room. His eyes fell on her desk area, shaking his head at the cute carrot patterned suitcase. It was cheesy, but it fit her.

He peered closer at the plethora of picture frames littering the table. There was one holding an aging picture of two rabbits, he assumed her parents, all dressed up in white and black. They looked young and happy and in love. Next to it was various pictures of large groups of bunnies, some with Judy, some without. He sighed dramatically. It seemed impossible to keep track of so many children.

"That's my family." Nick started, before rolling his eyes and glaring at her.

"Sheesh, carrots, make some noise when you move."

"Sorry." She had changed into a baggy t-shirt and shorts and stood shyly gazing at him. Nick briefly noted that she looked cute, but quickly pushed away the thought as she looked over the pictures.

"I don't know what I'm going to tell them." She admitted, "I mean...they never really believed in me. They were supportive, but they kept telling me that I should 'settle' and give up on my dreams. They were happy when I got saddled with meter duty." She seemed to deflate even more, her arms wrapping around herself, "They'll probably just be happy that it didn't work out."

Nick sighed. That sounded about right for rabbit families. They were so scared of anything and everything. Especially if it was new or out of the ordinary. He supposed it was instinct, but it was hard on anyone of them who wanted something different out of life. And Judy was as different as the came.

After a moment she spoke up again. "I'm sorry...I don't really have any food or drink to offer..." He shook his head and put a light hand on her shoulder.

"Don't worry about it, Carrots. I think you should just get some rest." She nodded and let him lead her the short distance to her bed. She climbed up and slid under the covers. She looked at him after she got comfortable, too sad to even notice the awkwardness of the situation, before letting her her gaze fall to her lap.

"Thanks again, Nick." He followed her gaze, watching her hands worrying the covers, tensing and releasing over and over. He frowned, doubting that she would get much sleep even if she tried.

"Now don't stay up too late. It's long past bedtime for you daytime mammals." He said. She gave him a smirk, and he was pleased to note that her hands had fallen still. He returned her smile taking a deep breath and putting his hands in his pockets, "Well...I'll get the door on my way out."

"Ok." She sat stiffly as he turned to leave, but before he could make it to the door she called out.

"Nick, wait!"

He froze, gazing back at her. "Yes?" She blushed all the way to the tips of her ears and her voice was quiet as she spoke, "Will...will you stay?"

He blinked, shocked, and she continued, "I just...I'm sorry you don't have to I'm just...I don't really want to be...alone, right now..."

He smiled at how flustered she was. "Don't get your fur in a fluff, Carrots, I'll stay." She smiled back, "Ok." Her eyes shifted to the floor, then back to the bed. She blushed again.

"I don't uh...have a sleeping bag or...um..." She gestured to the bed, sliding as close as she could to the wall, "I don't mind sharing..."

"I don't mind as long as you don't mind."

"I don't!" She shouted, her eyes practically burning a hole into the wall.

"HEY WOULD YOU KEEP IT DOWN IN THERE!?" Judy brought her paw to her head and groaned.

"HEY, WHY DON'T YOU LEAVE HER ALONE!? DIDN'T YOU HEAR? SHE BROUGHT HOME A GUY!"

"YEAH WELL SOME OF US HAVE WORK IN THE MORNING!"

Nick laughed, and Judy couldn't help but join in as her neighbors descended into their usual chorus of shouts and threats. "They mean well." She offered, shrugging.

"I'm sure they do." She laughed again, and he smiled. Nick turned, closing the door and flipping off the light, before making made his way to the bed, taking off his tie and belt and dropping them on her chair. His wallet and handkerchief quickly joined the pile and as she moved over farther he climbed up and slid in beside her. They both shifted a bit, the mattress letting out mess of creaks. When they were comfortable she and more or less sure that the bed would collapse she curled up and closed her eyes. He lay back against the pillows, folding his arms behind his head and relaxing.

After a moment of silence, Judy's quiet voice spoke up, "Nick, really...thank you."

He chuckled, "You say thank you too much, Carrots."

"I'm just...really, I'm grateful for your help...for everything."

"Go to sleep," He playfully ordered, "you'll need your rest if we're gonna find those missing mammals."

Her eyes snapped open and she sat up, "What?"

He smiled at her shock. "What, did you really think Chief Buffalo-butt firing you was gonna stop us?"

"But Nick I'm not a cop anymore I can't legally-"

"Who says it has to be legal?"

"Nick!"

He turned to look at her fully, his voice taking on a sudden seriousness. "Judy, do you really want to give up now? Just think, bend a few rules here and there and you could crack this case wide open. You could even get your job back!" She gazed up at him, eyes narrowed. "You didn't strike me as the type to give up," He added, "Just think about it, ok?"

She looked unsure. "We don't even have any leads or recourses..."

"Judy-"

She cut him off, "But fine, I'll think about it."

Nick gave her his signature grin, "Good. Don't count yourself out yet, Carrots. There's still some fight left in ya."

She huffed, collapsing back onto the bed, "I'm going to sleep before you try to turn me into any more of a criminal."

"Aw come on, it's not a bad lifestyle."

"Goodnight, Nick."

"Goodnight."

* * *

><p>When Judy woke her head was pounding. She sat up slowly, rubbing her temple and gazing blankly at the lump of red fur curled up next to her. Slowly her memories from the night before came back. Her face fell and she blushed furiously. God she had acted so childish, crying over her job, asking Nick to stay with her. She was never going to live it down. She shook her head. No point worrying about it now. If Nick had been serious about still trying to crack the case they had a lot of work to do. She shoved him roughly.<p>

"Get up you lazy mutt." He groaned and she pushed him harder.

"Five more minutes..."

"Nope. We're wasting daylight. Got work to do."

"Ughhh..." He pushed himself up and gave her a halfhearted glare, "I will never understand you morning mammals."

"Oh, stop complaining." She crawled over him and started rooting around in one of the drawers under her bed. She briefly considered various pants and shirts before settling on a red plaid button up and some jeans.

"I'm gonna go shower and get changed. I know a nice coffee shop down the road we can get breakfast at. Does that sound good?"

He yawned, "Yeah, yeah. Whatever, Carrots." He waved her off before flopping back down on the bed. She smiled as she walked to the bathroom.

"And no falling back asleep!" She called and heard Nick give a grumbly response, "I mean it!"

"Ok, Mom!" He shot back, his voice dripping with irritation.

She smirked and she stepped into the shower, the hot water washing away all the dirt and grime and sticky tear streaks from the night before. She stretched, sighing as she felt her joints pop. While she quickly lathered up with soap she couldn't help but wonder if Nick had been right. Sure, that kind of thing worked out all the time in movies and shows, but Judy had really been fired, and she knew that lawfully she had no business poking around a crime scene. Even if she did find Emmet Otterton and the others there was no promise that she could actually get her job back. She doubted Bogo was that kind of Chief. He had made it sound like he had been practically held hostage just to give her a job, she didn't think he could be convinced to give it back to her after everything that had happened.

She was started out of her thoughts by a rough knock on the bathroom door. "Come on, Carrots, hurry up. I've gotta pee."

She smiled, turning off the water and grabbing a towel. She had Nick with her, and he believed it was worth a shot. He had never seemed like he was the kind of mammal who put his money on a bad bet, so she figured he had some reason for thinking it would all work out. And hey, she reasoned, it was better than running home with her 'cute, fluffy little tail between her legs' as he had so eloquently put it.

"Alright, hold your horses, I'm almost done."

"Hurrrryyyyy..." He groaned, and she sighed. Foxes, so dramatic.

* * *

><p>After a shower and two cups of coffee Nick was much more agreeable, though on the way to the cafe he had donned some ridiculous aviator shades, explaining that the early morning light was too hard on his eyes. She had told him that he looked like an ass but he gave her a glare so grumpy that she soon dropped it.<p>

They ordered and quickly found a small booth tucked in the back corner of the cafe. They sat across from each other, Nick nursing his third latte while Judy muched idly on a coffee cake.

"So what's the plan?" She asked after a while.

"Well first thing first," He said, setting his drink down, "we need to figure out what happened to Manches."

"You don't think he just got loose, do you?" He shook his head.

"No. Some part of the handcuffs would have still been there, plus I'm sure someone would have spotted him by now. A savage jaguar on the loose wouldn't stay secret for long."

She nodded, taking another bite of her cake. She started to mumble around the food but Nick flicked her on the forehead. "Don't talk with your mouth full."

She glared at him and swallowed. "I said, what about the night howlers? He seemed pretty scared of whatever they were."

"Might be a gang, could have nabbed him while we were dealing with the fuzz."

"Hmm." She sat back and nodded, "You might be right. Still doesn't tell us why he went savage."

"Poison? Drugs?" He supplied, taking another huge swig of his coffee.

"Maybe...Either way, I think we should head back to the crime scene."

"Really? Isn't that a little cliched?" She rolled her eyes and kicked him under the table. "Ow! Sheesh, kidding."

"It's the only lead we have." She added, "We don't have another choice."

"Won't the place be crawling with cops?" Nick asked. She took another bite of her cake, pointedly chewing and swallowing before continuing.

"Bogo didn't even believe us about Manches, and he didn't look like a family man. They might not even know he's missing."

"Well then we better head over there before they get the news."

"Right." They stood, and Judy gathered their empty cups and plates, while Nick pulled out his phone, quickly looking up a map of the transit systems. She dropped the dishes gently into the return bin before following him outside.

"We can take the sky trams. It won't be fast but it's the most direct route."

"Sounds like a plan. Do you have fare?" He started to nod but she stopped, groaning and mentally hitting herself. Nick hadn't been home in at least a day! His clothes were probably filthy and she knew all he had on him was his wallet. "Wait, Nick, I'm so sorry, I didn't think. Do you need to go home at all? Get changed or something?"

"Don't worry fluff, my clothes have been through worse." Nick wasn't quite ready to admit to his living situation. He could only imagine the flurry of nagging he would get once she found out he more or less lived under a bridge.

"I know but-" He held up a hand, cutting her off.

"Im touched by your concern, but it's fine. I'm used to not hitting the den for a day or so sometimes, it's no big deal. Let's just get over to Manches' place."

"Ok. As long as you're sure."

"I'm sure." He grabbed her hand and pulled her down the sidewalk with him, "Now come on, we've got and otter to find."


	2. Chapter 2

"I thought you said there wouldn't be any cops!"

"Well how was I supposed to know that they would find out about Manches!? I thought they didn't believe me!"

Judy and Nick crouched awkwardly behind a large bush, whispering furiously and staring despondently at the officer stationed in front of Mr. Manches' house. The early morning rainstorm was clearing, but the air was muggy, and they both were more wet than dry. The smell of damp fur kept flooding Judy's nose, making it hard to concentrate, and Nick's complaints were starting to test her patience.

"Well what do we do now?" Nick whispered. Judy rolled her eyes.

"Why don't you shut up and give me a second to figure it out!" She shot back.

Nick shook his head and tossed his hands in the air, but obeyed and kept quiet. Judy's eyes took in the surroundings. The house was built into a tree that was separate from the rest of the canopy, the only path to it being the thin rope bridge that stretched between the two landings. It was fairly common in the district, and while lovely in terms of landscaping, was irritating in pretty much every other way. The bridge did look like the only path to the house, but there had to be something else. She thought back to the night before, trying to remember the chase. They hadn't made it to the end of the bridge, she knew it.

Her eyes fell, gazing down into the canopy. Yes! A thin web of branches spread between the two trees. It was risky, but she could make the climb.

"Nick, look." She pointed down to the makeshift pathway. His eyes widened.

"You can't be serious. That's crazy! We can't make that climb!"

"Not 'we', me. I had to train at the academy to do this exact kind of thing. I can do it. You just stay here, your fur is too noticeable anyway. I'll be back before you know it."

"This is insane."

"Oh stop being so dramatic. Here, hold this." She quickly started unbuttoning her shirt. Nick's hands flew to his eyes, a dark bush breaking out over his face.

"Oh my god, what are you doing."

"The red, it's too noticeable. And would you calm down? I'm wearing a sports bra."

He brought his hands down but kept his eyes averted. She couldn't think of a time he had looked that embarrassed. It was almost cute. She guessed his behavior at the naturalist club had been a bit of an act.

"Awww, Nick. Does this make you uncomfortable?" She laughed as she finished shrugging the shirt off, "You know there no shame in calling it quits."

"Oh, shut up."

She giggled and tossed the shirt to him. He caught it and huffed.

"What about your jeans? Blue isn't exactly inconspicuous."

"It can't be helped, besides," She smirked at him, "If I take off any more clothes your head might explode. We can't have that." He glared at her, still keeping his eyes level with her head. She rolled her eyes at him.

"Alright, I'll be back as fast as I can. Stay low while I'm gone." She looked around and quickly found a thick patch of vines leading down to the branches. She tested her weight on it, before shifting until it was holding her up entirely, her tiny frame hanging precariously. Nick forgot his bashfulness and watched with wide eyes as she slowly started the climb down.

Suddenly she stopped. After a moment she looked up at him, her expression serious.

"Nick..."

"Yeah?"

"If things start to go south...promise me you'll clear out, ok?"

"What?," He shook his head, "No, I'm not gonna leave you."

"Please, Nick. I can deal with getting caught. It won't be that easy for you. I don't want you to get in trouble because of me."

"Not happening, fluff. We go down, we go down together." Judy had no way of knowing, but Nick had been on plenty of failed jobs, and had a policy of never bailing on a friend. He could hardly count the number of times he had dragged Finn kicking and screaming out of a job gone south(the fennec fox never knew when to quit) and had no plans of changing that policy any time soon.

"Nick-"

"Nope. Not talking me out of this one. Besides," He gave her a smug grin, "I've dealt with cops plenty of times. I can handle myself."

Judy sighed. She hated to be so pessimistic, but if she got found out they would both be in huge trouble. She knew she would never forgive herself if Nick's life was ruined by her wild attempt to get her job back. But...it did feel nice to have someone on her side. She had spent most of her life being the only one in her corner, and now, to have someone who would be by her side even if things fell apart? She smiled. It felt good.

"Well, if you insist."

"I do. Now go on, let's get this ridiculous escapade over with." She nodded and started climbing, skillfully moving down the vines. Nick couldn't help but marvel at her. She might have been just been a bunny, but she had a strength he couldn't help but admire. It had shown the night before, when she saved them both during the chase, but he had been too busy trying not to die to fully appreciate it. Now he could take in, still blushing furiously, as he watched her nimble descent.

When she finally made it to the lower branches he let out a breath and rubbed his eyes. 'That rabbit is going to be the death of me.' he thought, before turning his gaze back to the guard. Judy had been right about the red. If he kept her in his peripheries he could hardly tell her apart from the foliage. She didn't blend in perfectly, but it was enough.

He switched between watching her and the cop, ready to step in if he was needed. She made her way quickly, leaving no time for error in her movements. The cop(a polar bear who looked visibly uncomfortable in the humid air) flicked though something on her phone, blessedly distracted from her surroundings.

"Hey, you, Fox!" Nick started. 'Great.' he thought as cringed and turned slowly to see a miffed looking tarsier. Judy was right again, red didn't exactly blend in with the canopy, and he hadn't stopped to think how suspicious he might look, crouched behind a bush at a major intersection eyeing a crime scene.

He stood up straight, putting on his best innocent smile and addressed the monkey. "Yes, ma'am, can I help you with something?"

"Yeah, you can. Wanna tell me what this sign says?" She gestured to the building behind her. He looked up to see a notice citing a city ordinance against loitering. Double great.

"I'm not sure why that's relevant."

"Oh it's relevant all right, I don't need you lurking around outside my shop scaring off my customers. So why don't you get going, bud."

It took all of his composure to not snarl at her, instead putting on his best 'innocent bystander' voice.

"Ma'am, I'm so sorry, I'm not looking to cause any trouble. I'm simply waiting for a friend."

"Yeah, sure you are."

Nick was about to argue when he heard heavy footsteps and the creak of wood. He looked back to see the cop walking over. He groaned and quickly glanced down at Judy. She was almost at the house, but had stopped, her eyes wide. He gave her his best 'what are you doing finish the job' look. She shook her head, but he glared at her, daring her to give up. They were in too deep to quit now. He saw her give a small nod before slipping up the wall and into one of the windows.

"Excuse me miss, is this guy bothering you?" Nick snapped his gaze back to the cop.

"Yes, he's refusing to leave my property."

"Now, ma'am I've told you, I'm just waiting for a friend. She'll be here soon and I'll be on my way, I swear."

"Sir I'm going to have to ask you to leave. You can wait for your friend somewhere else."

Nick's patience was starting to wear thin. "As far as I can tell I'm not on any property but the city's. I'm well within my rights to stand here. As soon as my friend shows up I'll leave. I swear."

"Yeah well I speak for the city," the officer continued, "And I say you have to leave. Don't make this harder for yourself. Just go."

Nick sighed, this wasn't going to end well. He looked back to the house. Judy was still inside, he just had to buy a bit more time...

"I don't have to go anywhere." He stood straighter, awkwardly trying to stare down the cop. "I haven't done anything wrong."

"Sir. Im sure you didn't know, but loitering is ticketable offence. I'm giving you one more chance to make this easy."

"Now I'm sure that I don't have to cite city ordinances to you, but the laws prohibiting loitering only ban in on private property, and as you can clearly see" He gestured to where he stood, a good foot away from the shop's yard, "I am not on private property." The officer sighed, palming her face for a moment. She mumbled something about not having time for this, her her gaze switching between Nick and the shopkeeper, before nodding reluctantly.

"I'm going back to my post. If your friend isn't here in fifteen minutes I'm ticketing you, understand?"

The shopkeeper moved to argue but the cop held up her hand, silencing her. "Fifteen minutes."

The monkey huffed and walked back to her shop, muttering under her breath about predators and cops. Nick held back a glare and watched the officer head back to her post. He stared back at the house, eyes flicking between the windows and branches. He didn't see Judy, so he kept his stance nonchalant as he waited. As the minutes ticked away he was starting to panic. He didn't have a way to get to her if she got stuck or hurt, a fact he didn't like one bit. He paced, hands in his pockets, trying to stop himself from going over all the possible worst case scenarios.

After what felt like forever, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out and flicked to his recent messages.

_Nick! Made it out, had to take the long way. Meet me at the skytrams. - Judy_

He let out a huge breath, shaking his head and pocketing his phone. He reached behind the bush and bundled up her shirt, before waving pleasantly at the cop and heading out.

* * *

><p>"Nick!" Judy stood on the blessedly empty platform, awkwardly keeping her arms crossed over chest. He quickly walked over, tossing her shirt to her.<p>

"Oh thank goodness." She said, quickly pulling it on. "I'm glad you're ok! How'd things fare with the officer? You looked like you were in a tight spot."

"Don't worry, nothing ol' Nicky can't handle." He quickly relayed the story to her as she finished buttoning up her shirt. She shook her head when she was done, putting her hands on her hips.

"I cannot believe some people. I mean really? Scaring off her customers? Who says something like that."

"Ok, calm down captain justice, it's nothing I'm not used to."

She looked at him, her face filled with frustration. "But Nick, you shouldn't have to be."

"It's ok, Judy. Really." He shook his head and clapped his paws together, "So, how'd it go on your end? Find anything good?"

She looked ready to argue, but reluctantly dropped it. She reached into her pocket, pulling out a small plastic bag. Nick eyed it, looking at the contained popsicle stick. The top was covered in some kind of dark blue goop that resembled blueberry jam.

She grinned. "I sure did."


End file.
